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ABSTRACT
Fake news refers to content that is intentionally fake but that looks and feels like real 
news. The term has been used politically to discredit specific news articles, stories, or publishers. 
This is an in-progress quasi-experimental study that examines whether the appearance of 
metadata and how a news article document is styled influences different perceptions of a news 
article as fake news among participants with different political persuasions. The study could 
make important contributions to information literacy research and make a theoretical 
contribution to the role that documents play in political information.
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INTRODUCTION
The term fake news has garnered some attention recently. Fake news refers to content that 
is intentionally fake, or disinformation (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Fallis, 2015). However, the 
term is used politically to discredit specific news articles, stories, or publishers (Cooke, 2017). 
This political aspect is at the center of much of the current discussion of the issue (Allcott & 
Gentzkow, 2017; Torres, Gerhart, & Negahban, 2018). Consequently, legitimate news publishers 
are sometimes labeled fake news by politicians who oppose them and by political followers who 
may condemn those sources, articles, or story lines as fake news.
Intentional fake news has been defined as "fabricated information that mimics news 
media content in form but not in organizational process or intent" (Lazer et al., 2018, p. 1094). 
This implies two defining characteristics about news articles as documents. The first is the form, 
presentation, or style: i.e., the document layout, typography, the use and position of images, and 
branding. These are easily mimicked or fabricated using web technologies. The second, the 
"organizational process and intent" of a news item, is more social, historical, and institutional. A 
news article indicates, on the surface, that it is real journalism in its metadata—the information it
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displays to signify its provenance can be traced to a trusted entity. These indicators include the 
headline, the byline, and publisher information. For example, news articles published by the New
York Times or The Wall Street Journal display metadata that identifies their provenance, which is 
associated with a reputation that it follows the norms, conventions, and duties of established 
journalism, even if imperfectly. A fake news site may mimic the presentation, or the look and 
feel, of valid news sources like those listed above, but it cannot follow the process of real 
journalism and does not have the reputation to indicate that it does.
Thus, using Lazer et al.’s, (2018) definition, we have two methods to identify fake news: 
the look and feel of a news source, i.e., its form or style, and the indicators that highlight 
information about the provenance of the news article, i.e., its metadata. With respect to the 
political context of this discussion, we propose the following research question: To what extent 
do self-identified liberals, centrists, and conservatives differ in their perceptions of a news article
as fake news with regard to information about the article's source (metadata) and the way the 
news article is presented (styled)?
Since an article's metadata indicates an article’s provenance, and given that the 
provenance indicates whether a source is, on the surface, a trusted entity, then an article's 
metadata can help identify whether an article is perceived as fake news. Therefore, our first 
hypothesis is:
H1: The appearance of metadata on a document influences different perceptions of a 
news article as fake news among participants with different political persuasions.
Further, because an article's presentation (i.e., styling) may influence whether an article is 
perceived as fake news, our second hypothesis is:
H2: Document presentation influences different perceptions of a news article as fake 
news among participants with different political persuasions.
Lastly, we expect positive associations between the previous two hypotheses, and our third 
hypothesis is:
H3:  The appearance of metadata and the way a document is styled influences 
different perceptions of a news article among participants with different political 
persuasions.
METHOD
This is a quasi-experimental study administered through an online survey with IRB 
approval. Participants are students at a large, research institution and are randomly assigned to 
one of four versions of the survey. Each version of the survey presents the same article from The 
New York Times on the Special Council investigation headed by Robert Mueller. The control 
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group (C) is presented with the article as it was published, excluding ads that were placed in the 
page. Three treatment groups randomly receive a version of the article without metadata (source 
information) (T1), a version of the article stripped of most styling (appears as if written by a 
typewriter) (T2), and a version of the article with neither metadata nor styling (T3). Data 
collection began on 2019/02/22 and concludes when we have reached 400 responses. There are 
currently 170 complete responses. We report only basic statistics and no inferential statistics until
data collection is complete.
PRELIMINARY RESULTS
For the control and three treatment groups, participants lean conservative on a scale from 
1 (liberal) to 7 (conservative) (mC = 4.54 ; mT1 = 4 ; mT2 = 4.31; mT3 = 3.95). Self-identified 
conservative respondents in the control group (nC = 20) more frequently claimed the article was 
fake news (nC = 7) or maybe fake news (nC = 9). We find a tentative effect in the treatment 
groups where self-identified conservatives in T1 (no metadata) and T2 (limited styling) more 
frequently claimed the article was not fake news (nT1 = 9; nT2 = 10). The majority of self-
identified conservatives in T3 considered it maybe fake news (nT3 = 9).
Self-identified liberal respondents in the control group (nC = 13) more frequently claimed
the article as not fake news (nC = 8). No self-identified liberal respondents in T1 claimed the 
article was fake news, but a small number did in T2 (nT2 = 2) and T3 (nT3 = 3). Most self-
identified liberal respondents claimed the article was not fake news in these two groups (nT2 = 10
; nT3 = 8) and some thought it was maybe fake news (nT2 = 4, nT3 = 6).
DISCUSSION
This preliminary analysis of an ongoing quasi-experimental study examines the effects 
that form, presentation/style, and/or metadata have on judgments about whether an article is 
considered to be fake news among participants with different political persuasions. At this point, 
there is some preliminary evidence that there will be a substantial and a statistical effect, and that
presentation and the metadata of the document (i.e., the news article) and not the information in 
the document will explain much of the variation in judgments about fake news among 
participants with different political persuasions. The study could make important contributions to
information literacy research and make a theoretical contribution to the role that documents play 
in political information.
REFERENCES
Allcott, H., & Gentzkow, M. (2017). Social media and fake news in the 2016 election. Journal of
Economic Perspectives, 31(2), 211–236. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.2.211
ALISE 2019 Proceedings: Page 42
Cooke, N. A. (2017). Posttruth, truthiness, and alternative facts: Information behavior and critical
information consumption for a new age. The Library Quarterly, 87(3), 211–221. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/692298
Fallis, D. (2015). What is disinformation? Library Trends, 63(3), 401–426. Retrieved from 
https://muse.jhu.edu/journals/library_trends/v063/63.3.fallis.html
Lazer, D. M. J., Baum, M. A., Benkler, Y., Berinsky, A. J., Greenhill, K. M., Menczer, F., … 
Zittrain, J. L. (2018). The science of fake news. Science, 359(6380), 1094–1096. 
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aao2998
Torres, R., Gerhart, N., & Negahban, A. (2018). Epistemology in the era of fake news: An 
exploration of information verification behaviors among social networking site users. 
SIGMIS Database, 49(3), 78–97. https://doi.org/10.1145/3242734.3242740
ALISE 2019 Proceedings: Page 43
